Let's Build A Magic System 


Your guide/template to a concrete & compelling magic system. 


Written by Sanckh 


Corrected by the Internet 


Welcome! You are just in time to make your very own magic system. If you are stuck in the 
middle of a vortex of ideas but you cannot articulate them into words because making a magic 
system is harder than previously thought, then we got the guide / template for you! 


We have provided you all the questions and tools in attempt to flesh out your magic system as 
much as possible from questions about who uses magic to where the magic come from. Don’t 
feel pressure on answering every question; answer as many as possible, go read a 
Sandersonian novel, and come back when you're feeling fresh and ready to make some magic! 


Disclaimer: This is a very general guide. This outline may not hit every person’s idea for their system. All critiques and 
input are welcome. Also, feel free to take this document and make one of your own! 


General Questions 


(Let’s talk about your magic system) 


What is your magic system called? 
(They do not have to be confined to one name! A world can call their users mages, wizards, witches, and 
heretics and all mean the exact same thing) 
- Magic 
- Something else. 
- Examples: 
- Chromaturgy (Color Magic) 
- Hemalurgy (Metal spikes driven through one person into another 
to gain magical ability) 
- The One Power 
- Thaumaturgy 
- Necromancy (Death magic) 
What are your users called? 
- Wizards 
- Magicians 


Witches 
Heretics 
Sorcerers 
Alchemists 
Shamans 
Clerics 
Mages/Magi 
Druids 
Warlocks 
Spellcasters 
Spellweavers 
Bender 
Karcists 
Channelers 
Conduits 
Or be even more creative and make something entirely new up! 
- Some Examples: 
- Feruchemists 
- Psykers 
- Aes Sedai 
- Viserions 
- Wardens 
- Wanderers 
- Thaumaturges 


Optional Questions 


(Let's get philosophical about magic) 


What is the foremost idea (there can be more than one!) that drives your magic system? 


Using the magic system as a tool to tell a moral lesson? 
Using the magic system as a plot device? 
Using the magic system as a way to make the reader immerse to the world? 


What is the “what if’ question that your magic system is influenced by? 


This question is a question of curiosity, a stepping stone for creativity. Once the 
“what if” question is asked, the magic system becomes the artistic and (but not 
always) philosophical answer to the question. 

what if people use science to describe how magic works in a universe close to or 
exactly like ours? (Magiphysics) 

What if people born with psychic powers are labelled as witches? 

What if alchemy was a real science? 


- what if aliens have an existential crisis and created a magic system to resolve the 
philosophical abyss? (Infinity) 


What real life systems influence your magic system? 


- Physical sciences (physics, chemistry, biology, etc)? 

- Social sciences? 

- Interdisciplinary sciences? 

- Real life magic system (chaos magic, Wicca, Voodoo etc)? 

- Arts and craftsmanship (sewing, music, smithing, woodworking, etc)? 


(I’m sure there are more general questions that don’t fit into the following categories that we can ask) 


What type of magic system? (Pick one) 


(What do you present to the audience / readers) 


Soft- A system the reader is not entirely sure of. The rules aren't clear, which leaves a lot open 
to interpretation. (Saidar and Saidin in the Wheel of Time, The Sword of Truth series, Lord of the 


Rings) 


Hard- Having specific rules, costs, and limits to magic. (The Lightbringer Series, Stormlight 
Archive) 


(See Sanderson’s First Law for a more thorough explanation.) 


Where does magic come from? 


(Magic comes from somewhere) 


Type of energy field 
- The Force from Star Wars 
Another dimension 
- Spirit world from Avatar 
The planet itself 
- Does the inner core of your world have a power source that people can draw 
upon? (The Wheel of Time) 
- Does the planet sprout trees that contain the life energy of magic? 
The god(s) 
- Does a single god bestow the gift of magic upon the user? (The Sword of Truth) 


- Does your world have multiple gods, and each gives users different abilities, 
perhaps? 
- How? 

- How do(es) the god(s) give magic, if he or she or it does, to the user? 
- Spirits (angels, demons, imps, and other beings)? 

- Alien or unknown technology 

- Do people know where it came from? 

- Do spirits and God(s) live in tandem? How do they work together? 
- Historical event / Creation story 

- How did magic arrive to the world? 

- Who created it? 
- Within the user 

- Are users born with an extra organ that contains “mana”? 

- Using one's own “life energy” to perform magic? 


Who can use magic? 


(An idea must be carried out by people) 


- Everyone 
- Not everyone 
- Biology 
- Can other species beside homo sapiens use magic? 
- Does the species have to have a high level of cognition to use magic? 
- Genetics (some people are born with it, some aren't; that’s just the way 
the cookie crumbles)? 
- What are the chances of it being passed on? 
- Magic is slowly fading/failing, less and less people are born with it every 
year? 
- The opposite? 
- Does the magic system apply Mendelian genetics? 
- Other biological factors or causes? 
- Asymbiote? “Disease?” 
- Social pressures 
- Can anyone who can afford it go and learn to be a wizard (this arguably 
can go in the “Everyone” section)? 
- Can government(s) implement measures to not let people use magic like 


anti-magic devices? 
- Cultural influences 


- Do different cultures have different methods of using magic? 


- Do different cultures reject the use of magic? 
- Divine Intervention 


- Only those who sell their souls can use magic. 
- Only those who worship a specific deity can use magic. 
- Only those chosen by a deity can use magic. 


How is magic used? 


(Hammering out the mechanics) 


- Using the body for magic 
- Vocalization (Incantations, Prayers, singing, and any engagement of the throat to 
use magic)? 
- ls there a specific language you must speak in order to use magic? 
- Body Movements? Such as hand gestures, dancing, ect. 
- Thoughts? 
- Is it instinctual? Or does it require a focus of will power? 
- Using something beyond the body for magic 
- Rituals? 
- Objects? 
- How would the person use the object? 
- ls awand or other handheld object required to produce magic? 
- Amagical artifact, spoken word, or some connection to the world? 
- Music? 
- Agiant combination of all of these? 


Does one need to learn to use magic? 


(Delivering knowledge is hard) 


No 
-  Instinctual 
- Passive/automatic? 


- Methods of learning 
-  Self-taught (informal education) 
- Street smart 
- Born this way 


- Picking up tricks along the way 

- Books 

- Trial and error 
- Academic (formal education) 

- Workshops 

- Classes and lectures 

- Theoretical understanding of magic 
- Non-academic 

- Rituals and rites 

- Apprenticeship 

- Make ‘deals’ with spirits or gods, trading one thing for another. 


How is magic sensed? 


(You gotta feel it to use it!) 


- Visual (see) stimulus 
- Invisible 
- Is it visible to magic users but invisible to others? 
- Aura 
- Visible 
- What is its consistency? Does this change depending on the type of 
magic from the user? 
- ls your magic based on a wonderful color system? 
- Auditory (hear) stimulus 
- Do your spells make a BOOM like a firework after being cast? 
- Physical (touch) stimulus (external and internal) 
- Can the person feel mana flowing through their body? 
- Olfaction (smell) stimulus 
- Does magic have a certain odor or scent? 
- Do different types of magic have different smells? 
- Gustation (taste) stimulus 
- Can the person taste the difference between potions and/or herbs? 
- Cognitive (mental) stimulus 
- Mental connections (Animals?) 
- Mindreading? 


What does magic cost? 


(Not to be confused with limitations) 


- Nothing. 
- Magic has no definite cost and can be used relatively freely, albeit, with limits. 

- Tip: If your magic has no limits or cost, I'll ask you this: “Why doesn’t the 
character just fly his way to the end? Why doesn’t he just defeat the bad 
guy with a simple thought? Why doesn't the evil mage just blow the entire 
planet up? Etc. 

- Something. (This is where you can get very creative) 
- Exchange of objects 

- Items for recipes 

- Sacrifice animal to gain wish from celestial beings 

- Using Magical items to slow down the fact that using magic will cause 
insanity 

- Channeling magic through a wand will slowly cause the wand to wither 
away and be useless. Eventually you’ll have to buy a new one, but at 
least it slows down the cost of using the magic. 

- Burning Metals within the body to gain abilities 

- Equal Exchange (To create a steel sword, the exact amount of steel 
needed for the sword is required to create it) 

- Exchange of energy 

- Mana 

- Stormlight 

- Storing up the ability before using it. Often using something as a catalyst. 
(Can you tell Sanderson is my favorite author yet?) 

- Chemical energy from body. 

- Making person tired from using magic. 
- Exchange of an abstract quantity 

- Taking time off of the user’s lifespan. 

- Selling one’s soul to use magic. 

- Exchanging sanity for magic. 

- Magical Proportion 

- Do good things and get good magic power, do bad things and get bad 

magic power. 
- Pain 
- Physical or mental pain while using magic as payment. 


Does your magic have restrictions? 
(Push that magic to the limit) 


- No. 
This would be considered an irrational magic system. Although that doesn’t mean your 
magic system is bad! Don’t worry. (Harry Potter did just fine. A few million just fine 
dollars!) (I think Game of Thrones is doing swell also) 
- This gives great opportunities for deus ex machina, a literary tool that some 
people despise. (Be very careful with this) 
- Also a good way to keep magic aloof and mysterious. 


- What are they? 
- Social restrictions 
- The spells need to be ‘convinced’ to do what the user wants. 
Restriction due to regulation 
- Have people made laws that prohibit or limit the use of magic? 
- Do these laws have exceptions? 
Restriction due to control of magic uses 
- Finite amount of magic available 
- .Do/does the God(s) limit how much they give? 
- Are users limited by matter? (Only being able to use what’s there 
rather than creating something from nothing.) 
- Are there non-physical limits, such as strength of will or requiring a 
certain mental or emotional state? 
- Restriction due to consequences 
- Is the limit within the body? 
- | One can only channel so much before they get exhausted 
or even die if they push too hard. 
- Do you go insane after using a certain amount of it? 
- Two very good examples are male users in The Wheel of 
Time and The Lightbringer Series 
- Restriction due to knowledge 
- Intense study or training before magic can be used. (Cost or 
Limit?) 
- The users simply don’t know everything there is to know about 
magic in their world. 
- This will give a lot of good trial and error scenes within your 
story, if you’re so inclined. 


How does magic affect the world? 
(Worldbuilding territory; this is beyond the spellcaster) 


- Social impact 
- People’s perception on magic 
- Political usage of magic 
- What horror of war will there be? 
- Are there class differences because of magic? 
- Are Wizards the top of the political food chain? 
- Economics flux due to magic? 
- -Religious Impact 
- How does magic affect the belief systems of your world? 
- Is there any distinction between magic and miracles of faith? 
- Physical Impact 
- How is the world different because there is magic? 
- Have living things evolved to use it? 
- Does it change the way that cosmic-level physics work? 
- Environmental impact 
- Magical intervention 
- If magic is ruining the environment, is there a way to protect it? 
- What environmental costs does magic incur? 
- What is the flora and fauna like? 


Elevator Pitch 


(The idea is that you are in the elevator with another person, and that 
person is the publishing agent that you really need for your story. You 
have one minute or one paragraph to persuade the agent as to why 
they should ought to care about your story.) This is also how you 
explain your magic system to your fellows without linking the whole 
doc. 


1. What is your magic system name and how does it work? 
2. Where does magic come from and who can use it? 
3. How does a character learn to use your magic system? 


4. What are the costs and limits to your magic system? 
5. How important is magic to your world? 


Thanks for reading! 


- P.S.IF YOU USE THE GUIDE TO MAKE YOURSELF A MAGIC SYSTEM, LET ME 
KNOW!!! If you don’t want to post it to reddit, I'll always be more than happy to give a 
critique, edit, comment, etc. | honestly can’t wait to see the magic systems that come 
from this guide!! 


- Huge shoutouts to the people over at /r/magicbuilding and /r/worldbuilding for all of the 
great additions, subtractions, edits, comments, and critiques. You’re awesome! 
- Anda special shoutout to NeoHenry for editing the heck out of this guide and 
making it ten times better, | hope you see this! Thank you! 


